





N° XCVII. 









THE 


LOU NN ere sz. 


[ N° XCVIL.J Saturday, Dec. 9. 1786. 


a fe the feeling and the fufceptible there is fomething wonderfully 
pleafing in the contemplation of genius, of that fupereminent 
reach of mind by which fome men are diftinguifhed. In the view of 
highly fuperior talents, as in that of great and i{tupenduous natural 
objeéts, there is a fublimity which fills the foul with wonder and de- 
light, which expands it, as it were, beyond its ufual bounds, and which, 
invefting our nature with extraordinary powers, and extraordinary 
honours, interefts our curiofity, and flatters our pride. 

This divinity of genius, however, which admiration is fond to 
worfhip, is beft arrayed in the darknefs of diftant and remote periods, 
and is not ecafily acknowledged in the prefent times, or in places 
with which we are perfectly acquainted. Exclufive of all the deduc- 
tions which envy or jealoufy may fometimes be fuppofed to make, 
there is a familiarity in the near approach of perfons around us, not 
very confiftent with the lofty ideas which we with to form of him 
who has led captive our imagination in the triumph of his fancy, 
overpowered our feelings with the tide of paflion, or enlightened our 
reafon with the inveftigation of hidden truths. It may ‘be true, that 


¢ in che olden time” genius had fome advantages which tended to its 


vigour and its growth; but it is not unlikely that, even in thefe dege- 
nerate days, it rifes much oftener than it is obferved; that in “* the 
ignorant prefent time” our pofterity may find names which they will 
dignify, though we neglected, and pay to their memory thofe honours 
which their cotemporaries had denied them, 

There is, however, a natural, and indeed a fortunate vanity in try- 
ing to redrefs this wrong which genius is expofed to fuffer. In the 
difcovery of talents generally unknown, men are apt to indulge the 
fame fond partiality as in all other difcoveries which themfelves have 
made; and hence we have had repeated inftances of painters and of 
poets, who have been drawn from obfcure fituations, and held forth 
to public notice and applaufe by the extravagant encomiums of their 
introduétors, yet in a fhort time have funk again to their former ob- 
{curity ; whofe merit, though perhaps fomewhar negleéted, did not 
appear to have been much undervalued by the world, and could not 
fupport, by its own intrinfic excellence, that fuperior place which the 
enthufiafm of its patrons would have afligned it. 

I know not if I fhall be accufed of fuch enthufiafm and partiality, 
when | introduce to the notice of my readers a poet of our own country, 
with whofe writings | have lately become acquainted; but if | am not 
greatly deceived, | think I may fafely pronounce him a genius of no 
ordinary rank, The perfon to whom | allude is RopExT Burns, an 
Ayrfhire ploughman, whofe poems were fome time ago publifhed in a 
country-town in the weft of Scotland, with no other ambition, it 
would feem, than to circulate among the inhabitants of the county 
where he was born, to obtain a little fame from thofe who had heard 
of his talents. I hope I fhall not be thought to affume too much, if I 
endeavour to place him in a higher point of view, to call for a verdi@ 
of his country on the merit of his works, and to claim for him thofe 
honours which their excellence appears to deferve, 

In mentioning the circumftance of his humble ftation, I mean not 
to reft his pretenfions folely on that title, or to urge the merits of his 
poetry when confidered in relation to the lowne(s of his birth, and the 
little opportunity of improvement which his education could affard. 
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Thefe particulars, indeed, might excite our wonder at his produc- 
tions; but his poetry, confidered abftractedly, and without the apo- 
logies arifing from his fituation, feems to me fully intitled to com- 
mand. our feelings, and to obtain our applaufe. One bar, indeed, 
his birth and education have oppofed to his fame, the language in 
which moft of his poems are written. Even in Scotland, the provin- 
cial dialeé&t which Ramfay and he have ufed is now read with a diffi- 
culty which greatly damps the pleafure of the reader: in England it 
cannot be read at all, without fuch a conftant reference to a gloflary, 
as nearly to deftroy that pleafure. 

Some of his productions, however, efpecially thofe of the grave 
ftyle, are almoft Englifh. From one of thofe I fhall firft prefent my 
readers with an extract, in which I think they will difcover a high 
tone of feeling, a power and energy of expreffion, particularly and 
ftrongly characteriftic of the mind and the voice of a poet. ’Tis from 
his poem intitled the Vifion, in which the Genius of his native county, 
Ayrfhire, is thus fuppofed to addrefs him ; 


With future hope, I oft would gaze, 
Fond, on thy little early ways, 
Thy rudely carrolled, chiming phrafe, 

In uncouth rhymes, 
Fir'd at the fimple, artlefs lays 

Of other times, 


I faw thee feek the founding fhore, 
Delighted with the dafhing roar; 
Or, when the North his fleecy ftore 

Drove thro’ the fky, 
I faw grim Nature’s vifage hoar 

Strike thy young eye. 


Or when the deep-green mantled earth, 
Warm-cherifhed every flowret’s birth, 
And joy and mufic pouring forth 

In every grove, 
I faw thee eye the general mirth 

With boundlefs love. 


When ripen’d fields and azure fkies 
Called forth the reapers ru(tling noife, 
1 faw thee leave their evening joys, 
And lonely ftalk, 
To vent thy bofom’s {welling rife 
In penfive walk. 


When youthful love, warm, blufhing, ftrong, 
Keen-fhivering, fhot thy nerves along, 
Thofe accents, grateful to thy tongue, 
Th’ adored name, 
1 taught thee how to pour in fong, 
To foothe thy flame. 


I faw thy pulfe’s maddening play, 
Wild, fend thee Pleafure’s devious way, 
Mifled by Fancy’s meteor-ray, 
By Paffion driven; 
But yet the light that led aftray 
Was light from Heaven. 


OF {trains like the above, folemn and fublime, with that rapt and 
infpired melancholy in which the Poet lifts his eye “ above this vifible 
** diurnal {phere,” the Poems intitled, De/pondency, the Lament, Win- 
ter, a Dirge, and the Invocation to Ruin, afford no lefs ftriking exam- 
. ples, Of the tender and the moral, fpecimens equally advantageous 
might 
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might be drawn from: the elegiac -verfes, intitled Man was made to 
mourn, from The Cottar’s Saturday Night, the Stanzas Jo a Mou/e, or 
thofe Jo a Mountain-Dai/y, on turning it down with the plough in April 
1786. This laft Poem I fhall infert entire, not from its fuperior me- 
rit, but becaufe its length fuits the bounds of my Paper, 


* Wee, modeft, crimfon-tipped flower, 

Thou’s met me in an evil hour, 

For | maun crufh amang the ftoure 
Thy flender ftem ; 

To fpare thee now is paft my power, 
Thou bonie gem. 


Alas! it’s no thy neighbour fweet, 
The bonie Lark, companion meet! 
Bending thee mong the dewy weet 
Wi {fpreckled breaft, 
When upward-fpringing, blythe, to greet 
The purpling eaft. 


Cauld blew the bitter-biting north 
Upon thy early, humble birth ; 
Yet chearfully thou glinted forth 
Amid the ftorm, 
Scarce rear’d above the parent-earth 
Thy tender form. 





The flaunting flowers our gardens yield, 
High-fhelt’ring woods, and wa’s maun fhield; 
But thou beneath the random bield 

Of clod or ftane, 
Adorns the hiftie ftubble-field, 


Unfeen, alane. 


There, in thy fcanty mantle clad, 
Thy fnowy bofom fun-ward fpread, 
Thou lifts thy unafluming head, 
In humble guife ; 
But now the /hare uptears thy bed, 
And low thou lies! 


Such is the fate of artlefs maid, 
Sweet flow'ret of the rural fhade! 
By Love’s fimplicity betray’d, 
And guilelefs truft, 
Till fhe, like thee, all foil’d, is laid 
Low in the duft. 


Such is the fate of fimple bard, 
On Life’s rough ocean lucklefs ftarr’d! 
Unfkilful he to note the card 
Of prudent lore, 
Till billows rage, and gales blow hard, 
And whelm him o’er! 


Such fate to fuff’ring worth is given, 
Who long with wants and woes has ftriven, 
By human pride or cunning driven 
To Mifery’s brink, 
Till, wrench’d of every ftay but Heaven, 
He ruined fink, 





*Wee, little; maun, mult; froure, duft; weet, wet, a fubftantive; 
cauld, cold; glinted, peep’'d; bield, fhelter; ftane, ftone; wa’s, walls; 
hiftie, dry chapt, barren, 


Ev’n 
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Ev'n thou who mourn’ft the daify’s fate, 





That fate is thine No diftant date ; 

Stern Ruin’s plough-fhare drives, elate, 
Full on thy bloom, 

Till crufh’d beneath the furrows weight, 
Shall be thy doom. 


L have feldom met with an image more truly paftoral than that of 
the lark, in the fecond ftanza. Such ftrokes as thefe mark the pencil of 
the poet, which delineates Nature with the precifion of intimacy, yet 
with the delicate colouring of beauty and of tafte. 

The power of genius is not lefs admirable in tracing the manners, 
than in painting the paflions, or in drawing the fcenery of Nature. 
That intuitive glance with which a writer like Shake/peare dif- 
cerns the characters of men, with which he catches the many-changing 
hues of life, forms a fort of problem in the fcience of mind, of which 
it is eafier to fee the truth than to aflign the caufe. Though I am very 
far from meaning to compare our ruftic bard to Shakefpeare, yet who- 
ever will read his lighter and more humorous poems, his Dialogue of 
the Dogs, his Dedication to G H. » E/q; his Epiflles to a young 
Friend, and to W. n, will perceive with what uncommon penetra- 
tion and fagacity this Heaven-taught ploughman, from his humble and 
unlettered ftation, has looked upon men and manners, 

Again{t fome paflages of thofe laft-mentioned poems it has been ob- 
jected, that they breathe a fpirit of libertinifm and irreligion. But if 
we confider the ignorance and fanaticifm of the lower clafs of people 
in the country where thefe poems were written, a fanaticifm of that 
pernicious fort which fets faith in oppofition to good works, the fallacy 
and danger of which, a mind fo enlightened as our Poet’s could not 
but perceive; we fhall look upon his lighter Mufe, not as the enemy 
of religion, (of which in feveral places he expreffes the jufteft fenti- 
ments), but as the champion of morality, and the friend of virtue. 

There are, however, it muft be allowed, fome exceptionable parts 
of the volume he has given to the public, which caution would have 
fuppreffed, or correction {truck out; but Poets are feldom cautious, 
and our Poet had, alas! no friends or companions from whom cor- 
reétion could be obtained. When we reflect on his rank in life, the 
habits to which he muft have been fubject, and the fociety in. which 
he muft have mixed, we regret perhaps more than wonder, that de- 
licacy fhould be fo often offended in perufing a volume in which there 
is fo much to intereft and to pleafe us. 

Durns pofleffes the {pirit as well as the fancy of a Poet. That honeft 
pride and independence of foul which are fometimes the Mufe’s only 
dower, break forth on every occafion in his works, It may be, then, 
I {hall wrong his feelings, while | indulge my own, in calling the 
attention of the public to his fituation and circumftances. That con- 
dition, humble as it was, in which he found content, and wooed the 
Mufe, might not have been deemed uncomfortable; but grief and 
misfortunes have reached him there; and one or two of his poems 
hint, what I have learnt from fome of his countrymen, that he has 
been obliged to form the refolution of leaving his native land, to feek 
under a Weft-Indian clime that fhelter and fupport which Scotland 
has denied him, But I tru{t means may be found to prevent this re- 
folution from taking place, and that I do my country no more than 
juftice, when | fuppofe her ready to ftretch out her hand to cherifh 
and retain this native Poet, whofe “ wood-notes wild” poflefs fo much 
excellence. To repair the wrongs of fuffering or neglected merit ; to 
call forth genius from the obfcurity in which it had pined indignant, 
and place it where it may profit or delight the world; thefe are exer- 
tions which give to wealth an enviable fuperiority, to greatnefs and 
to patronage a laudable pride. 


’ Next Saturday will be publifhed N° XCVIIL 

















